Contacting bereaved relatives: the views and practices of palliative care and oncology health care professionals.
There are few data on the interactions of health care professionals with bereaved relatives. The objective of this study was to explore the current practice of health care professionals in oncology and palliative care in contacting bereaved relatives, and to elicit their views regarding the purpose, the optimal means, the format, timing, and content of these contacts. We conducted 28 in-depth, semi-structured interviews with health care professionals in Australia working in palliative care and oncology. The interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. Further interviews were conducted until no additional themes were raised. The narratives were analyzed using qualitative methodology. Most participants were in favor of contacting bereaved relatives after the death of a patient they had cared for. Some barriers to implementing these contacts were identified, including time constraints, institutional factors, and personal barriers. Contacts ranged from a personal phone call to a standardized letter. Timing of contacts varied from immediately after the death of the patient to several weeks later. Participants used words and phrases in these contacts that ranged from personal and individualized messages to standard phrases. Health care professionals emphasized the importance of contacting bereaved relatives after the death of a patient for whom they had cared. The format and content of current contacts vary widely, and there does not seem to be a gold standard approach. This area has been relatively unexplored and lacks adequate models for health care professionals. This study provides some insight into current practice and hopes to facilitate further discussion of this topic.